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ABSTRACT
The topic of whether customer service is essentia for fire department operations
was identified for research. The purpose of the research was to andyze the meaning of
quaity customer service, and determine if customer service is essentid for the fire service.
A destriptive research methodology was utilized to answer the following questions:
1 Is customer service essentid in today's fire service?
2. What are the most popular methods utilized to measure customer
satisfaction?
3. Are fire service organizations experiencing changes in the way they are
perceived by and interact with customers?
The procedures used to complete this research included aliterature review of
various fire service publications, as well as literature from severa service oriented

industries, concerning how to improve customer service.

Findings of the research indicate that the ability to maintain effective customer
relations within the community is very important to the future of the fire service. Fire
adminigtrators must begin to refocus their thinking as to what services they will provide in
the future. In order to effectively make this change it will be necessary to ascertain what
services the customer wants and measure their satisfaction with said services.

Recommendations were made to guide PAm Beach County Fire Rescue (PBCFR)

in the development of amarketing plan and a survey to measure satisfaction with the
services provided by the Ingpections section of the Bureau of Safety Services.
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INTRODUCTION
Higoricdly, fire departments were viewed by citizens as avitd public safety dement
in the community. Subsequently, very rarely were departments questioned about their

budget requests (Coleman, 1990).

Recently, PAm Beach County Fire Rescue, like fire departments everywhere, is
experiencing fisca condraints and is being forced to provide more services with less dollars,

while gill attempting to deliver excdlent customer service,

In addition to fisca congraints, fire departments are facing increased competition
from other municipal departments, schools, and private corporations (Coleman, 1990). If a
fire department isto survive in these extremely tumultuous times, they must commit to
improving public relations and develop a mechanism to measure their success (Coleman,

1995).

The problem that prompted this research project was that PAlm Beach County Fire
Rescue Department’ s Inspections section did not know whether customer service was
essentid for itssurvivd. Further, there were no indruments in place with which to measure

customer satisfaction of the services provided.

The purpose of this research was to determine if customer serviceis essentid in

today's fire service and to ad in the development of an instrument to measure said services.



This project employed a descriptive research methodology to answer the following
questions:
1. Is customer service essentid in today's fire service?
2. What are the most popular methods utilized to measure customer
satisfaction?
3. Are fire sarvice organizations experiencing changes in the way they are

perceived by and interact with customers?

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE

Pam Beach County Fire Rescue (PBCFR) is a government agency located in PAm
Beach County, Florida. The department was created through the consolidation of ten
independent fire digtricts, by state law, in 1984 for the purpose of providing avariety of
sarvices related to protecting the lives and property of the citizensliving in the
unincorporated and select municipa areas of PAm Beach County. The department provides
services to gpproximately 660 square miles, and protects in excess of 650,000 residents and

vigtors.

The organizationd sructure of PAlm Beach County Fire Rescue incorporates three
layers of management. The Fire Rescue Adminisirator oversees the departments goals and
plansfor future needs. Asssting the administrator are three Deputy Chiefs, who administer

individua divisons such as the Bureau of Safety Services (which isrespongible for dl fire



prevention activities), Support Services (responsblefor dl vehicle and Sation
maintenance), and Operations (respongble for mitigating emergency Situations). Middle

management conssts of Battaion Chiefs, Adminigrative Chiefs, and Didrict Chiefs, who
execute the objectives on a battalion, section, and shift level. The frontline personnd, (the
firefighters, paramedics, dispatchers, fire inspectors and investigators), are responsible for

providing specidized public safety jobs to the community on adaily basis.

The mgority of PAm Beach County Fire Rescue's interaction with the community is
conducted by the approximately 750 line personne who perform their duties everyday
throughout the county's jurisdiction. Due to rapid growth and the subsequent increased
demand for fire rescue services throughout the 1980's, which increased job security and
enhanced benefit packages, fire rescue professonds began to think of themsdves as
someone the public needs, rather than as someone who serves the public. Subsequently,
many fire rescue personnel do not view the citizen as a cusomer, yet a customer is someone
who seeks out and uses a service or a product, much like the citizen who calls upon the fire

department to provide a variety of emergency services.

Asin private industry, emergency service organizations are aso dependent upon
customer (taxpayer) loydty. The public is demanding that emergency services be
accountable for the precious tax dollars that compete with other basic needs such as

education and law enforcement (Coleman, 1995). As professionals, fire rescue personnel



should dtrive to offer the best quality service to the community (customer) because it isther

responsibility. If the services that PAlm Beach County Fire Rescue offers do not meet the

public’s expectations, they may be replaced.

This research project was completed according to the gpplied research requirements
of the National Fire Academy's Executive Fire Officer Program. The problem addressed by
this research project related specificdly to the service quality and marketing units of the
Executive Development course. This unit of ingtruction stressed the importance of
developing effective cusomer relaions within public sector organizationsin order to

improve service qudity and build citizen support.

LITERATURE REVIEW

A literature review was conducted at the Learning Resource Center (LRC) of the
National Emergency Training Center at Emmitsburg, Maryland, and at the library of PAm
Beach Atlantic College in West PAlm Beach, Florida. The purpose of the research was to
evauate existing data on the subject of customer service and how it relates to thefire
sarvice. Theliterature review involved a search of various fire service publications as well

as literature from severa service oriented industries, on how to improve customer service.

The literature review provided the researcher with information about customer



service and how it can affect the delivery of fire rescue and emergency services. The areas
addressed were:
1. Is customer service essentiad in today's fire service?
2. What are the most popular methods utilized to measure customer
satisfaction?
3. Are fire sarvice organizations experiencing changes in the way they are

perceived by and interact with customers?

Quadlity customer sarvice reflects an organization operaing at ahigh leve of
concern about and attention to the needs of the customer (Albrecht & Zemke, 1985).
Service organizations throughout the world are experiencing changes in the way they are
perceived by and interact with customers. Albrecht and Zemke (1985) maintain that the
capacity to serve customers effectively and efficiently is an issue every organization must
face, whether private or public. Organizations cannot ignore this new standard, of being
held accountable for customer satisfaction, that is used by customers to measure the

performance of ther organization.

The identification of potentid and exigting cusomersisthe first gep in developing a
customer-sarvice drategy (Blanding, 1991). Most organizations are so busy, so
uncomfortable, or so disnterested in people that they never take the time to find out who

their customers are and what they might want and or need. Organizations can increase their



effectiveness by going through the process of defining who its cusomers are and finding out
what the customer expects from the organization providing the products or services.
Customers are defined as ether internd customers or externd customers (Hinton,
1991). Internd customers are the people who perform the duties of serving the
organization’s externa customers and rely on the organization for service from within; i.e,
vehicle maintenance, etc. The externa customers are the people who directly use the
organization's services and, thus, generate revenue for the organization or provide funding

through thelr tax payments.

Blanding (1991) explained that the customer isdwaysan individud. Although a
community may be acomposite of many individuas, organizations dways ded with those
individuals one-on-one. Each of these individuas have persond basic needs that must be

met.

Organizations must learn exactly what their customers expect from them (Berry,
1991). Unless an organization knows what its customers consider important, the
organization will not be able to determine what changes are necessary to meet the desired
expectations. Varied expectations are generated from both internal customers and externd

customers.

Pollen (1991) and Brandewie (1996) believe that customer service needsto be



woven as acommon thread throughout the entire organization, creating a service culture.
Unless each employee perceives his or her own connection to expert service, the customer
will not be properly served.

Albrecht and Zemke (1985) claim that unless the shared values, norms, beliefs, and
ideologies of the organization:-the organization’s culture--are clearly and conscioudly
focused on serving the customer, there is virtualy no chance that the organization will be
able to ddiver a consstent quaity of service and develop a reputation for qudity service.
This service culture philosophy must be communicated to the employees by the
organization's leadership and it must be communicated in away that the employees fully
grasp, on apersond leve, the importance of a customer relations strategy to the overal

effectiveness of the organization and their continued survival and success (Hinton, 1991).

Stewart (1990) explained that once an organization becomes a dominant force in the
local market itisat arisk of developing arrogance. Thisis sometimes reflected when
personne begin tdling their customers what they want, as opposed to listening to what their

customer’s believe or fed they need.

Zemke (1989) believes that superior service qudity isonly there if the customer says
0. He sayswhat is more important, the only reliable measurement of service qudlity, isthe
assessment of the customers most recent experience with the organization and their level of

satisfaction with that experience.



PROCEDURES

This research project was initiated through a computer search at the LRC in
Emmitsburg, Maryland. Additiona information was obtained from the library of Pam
Beach Atlantic College in West PAlm Beach, Florida. A descriptive research was conducted
of books and articles concerning customer satisfaction and quaity expectations. The
procedures used to complete this research included aliterature review and the devel opment
of asurvey insrument to measure customer satisfaction with the fire safety ingpection

process at Palm Beach County Fire Rescue.

RESULTS

During the research it was discovered that todays taxpayers are more sophisticated
and educated than ever before. Customer service has increasingly become one of the most
important functions that needs to be addressed in today’ s fire rescue departments. As
taxpayers, citizens see themsdves as consumers who are paying for more than amere
product, they believe they are buying services from their fire rescue department.
Subsequently, customer service is an essentid dement each fire department adminigtrator

must be concerned about.

Through descriptive research the following questions were answered:

1. Is customer service essentiad in today's fire service?



Customer serviceismore crucid today than in years past. Citizens are more
educated and society is moving forward faster than ever before. Asareault, citizensare
demanding more services with increased qudity. Increased competition for market share by
private providers has made enhancement of customer service essentid for survivd in
today’ sfire service.

In his Executive Fire Officer research paper, Joseph Thomas recommended that
organizations conduct a performance audit to examine their own organization in terms of
growth, production, qudity, level of service and customer satisfaction. Customer service
feedback isvitd to an organization that wishes to measure how well it isdoing. President
George Bush in a 1993 statement regarding the Macolm Badridge Award said, “In
business, there is only one definition of quality - the cusomers definition.” Thisadmonition
has just as much vaidity and sgnificance for the public sector asit does for the private
sector. “Clearly qudity and product satisfaction in the public service areatrandatesto
taxpayer loydty, loydty that will prove beneficia at budget time.” (Sims, 1993). Inhis

Creating A Government That Works Better and Costs Less; Improving Customer Service

report, Vice Presdent Al Gore states, “The overdl qudity of service provided by
government is below what the public expects and has aright to expect.” Businesson the
other hand is dependent on customer satisfaction and therefore has, during the past 15

years, placed tremendous emphasis on customer comments. Vice President Gore also states

that “ Customer and employee input provides asolid basis for setting performance standards



for customer service’ and reminds us that “what gets measured getsdone.” If thefire
sarvice intends to be truly responsive to the needs of the public, its cusomers, then it must
first clearly establish what those needs are. The failure to implement a customer service
feedback program means we, as fire service professionds, are merely imposing our

judgements upon the public asto what they need.

2. What are the most popular methods utilized to measure customer satisfaction?

There are avariety of data-collection techniques which can be utilized to measure
customer satisfaction. The most common techniques utilized are:

a) Questionnaires and Surveys

b) Interviews

C) Focus Groups

d) Customer Report Cards

e Service Standard of Performance (SOP)

f) Customer satisfaction bench marking, and

0 Attribute ratings and perceptua maps.
(Albrecht, 1989; Blanding, 1991; Gerson, 1993; Hanan & Karp, 1989; Zemke, 1989). The
survey method is the most common data collection technique utilized to measure customer

satisfaction (Gerson, 1993; Hanan & Karp, 1989; Zemke, 1989). Surveys can either be
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written or ord questionnaires, telephone or face-to-face interviews, or focus groups.
Surveys usudly consst of severa questions or Statements adong with associated
responses that require people to answer according to some predefined scale. Some surveys
alow people to answer in open minded manner, thereby describing their responsesin
greater detail. Gerson (1993) saysthat surveys are typicaly sdf support mechanisns where
the customer answers the questions for themsdalves. Further, he explainsthat theideaisto
get the customer to provide the most accurate answers to the organizations questions so
that service, quality, customer service efforts and levels of customer satisfaction can be

evauated.

There are avariety of tools for measuring quality and customer service satisfaction,
and many of those are used interchangeably (Gerson, 1995). Some of the tools used to
measure quality and satisfaction include idea- generators such as brainstorming, force field
andyssor flow charting, or the use of actud satistical tools such as check sheets,
histograms, Pareto diagrams, scatter diagrams, control charts or Stratifications. All of these
tools have one thing in common, that being that they are essentidly internd measurement

techniques.

Although these tools are important and do give a clear picture of how well a
company is providing aqudity product or service, qudity isredly only what the customer

definesit to be (Gerson, 1993). Sometimes a customer may not be able to describe what

11



qudlity is, but they may know it when they seeit. Therefore, interna qudity measurement
must be considered in the proper perspective. That is, aservice can meet dl of the interna

requirements and still not perform the way that best meets the customers needs.

Gerson (1993) explains that because some measurements of qudity are internd to
an organization, satifaction levels must be measured by the customer. He maintains that

this can be done through a variety of data-collection techniques.

There are many formats and layouts that can be used for structuring surveys.
Gerson (1993) believes that the key to the most effective surveys are to keep them “user
friendly,” meaning easy to understand and respond to. Also, he stresses that a survey

should not be so long that people begin to loose interest.

Regardless of what type of survey is chosen, in order for customer serviceto be
effective it must be woven as a common link through the entire organization, thereby

cregting a service culture.

Unless each employee perceives his or her own connection to expert service the
customer will not properly be served (Pollen, 1991). Old patterns of behavior will have to
be changed, new vaues will need to emerge, and a different plan which focuses onthe

consumers needs will need to be implemented (Burkart, 1997).
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3. Are fire sarvice organizations experiencing changes in the way they are

perceived by and interact with customers?

The following is an excerpt from Albrecht and Zemke' s Service America (1985).
Serviceis now the business of busnessin America. The capacity to serve customers
effectively and efficiently is an issue every organization must face. No one can evade this
chdlenge; manufacturers and traditiona service providers, profit-making and nonprofit
organizations, and private and public enterprises must al face the task of responding
effectively and efficiently to customers and consumers who expect qudity and serviceasa
part of every transaction. Some organizations are well aware of this need and have
responded to it. For others, the need to be customer-focused and service- preoccupied
comes asarude surprise. But it can not be ignored; it is not amomentary fad that will
suddenly go away. It isthe new standard used by customers and consumers to measure
organization performance. Increasingly, the marketplace is opting to do business with those

who sarvice, and reducing involvement with those who merely supply.

Qudlity service is more than just catchy phrases or some new program. It involves
high level technicd service ddivery coupled with a definite way of handling the ddlivery of

that service in a humanigtic manner (Brunacini, 1996).

Qudlity customer serviceisthe set of activities or operations performed in an
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organization through which employee' s interact with the consumer to ensure their
satisfaction with the organizations operations and service. Hinton (1991) and Stewart

(1990) explain that quality customer service involves avariety of events.

Fird, there mugt be interaction with the customer involving active ligening to
understand what their needs or wants are. Second, the employees must adhere to the
procedures and policies of the organization. Third, the employees must project a postive
atitude and use good customer sarvice skills. And findly, if there is a problem, the

organization mugt solve it or provide resourceful assistance.

Interaction with a customer involves interpersonad communication. Thisisthe type,
qudlity or kind of contact that occurs when each person involved talks and listens in ways
that highlight the individud’ s and the other person’s humanness (Stewart, 1990).
According to Hinton (1991), research indicates that the overwheming reason why
organizationsfal a cusomer reaionsis due to their inability to communicate clearly with
their employees and customers. In service businesses of every size and description, the
priority today isto continuoudy listen to customers. Thislistening concept involves
understanding what they are saying as it gpplies to the business of serving them, and then

responding creatively to what the customer reveals to you (Zemke, 1989).

Fire rescue organizations are dependent upon taxpayer support. The public

14



demands that emergency services be accountable for the precious tax and fund raising
dollars that compete with other basic needs such as education, law enforcement and
housing. If the servicethat is offered does not meet the publics expectations it can and will

be replaced by other sources (Eastham & Walz, 1992; Templeton, 1996).

In addition to thinking about the externd customers of a service organization, the
interna customers of the organization must be addressed. Research conducted by
Universty of Maryland professor Benjamin Schnelder (Zemke, 1989) shows the impact of
management practices on employee performance and customer satisfaction with the way
employees they are managed, is significantly related to the customers satisfaction with the
sarvice they have received from the organization. From this sudy, Schneider found that
when employee' s are satisfied with the way they are treated, with the availability of the right
tools to do the job, and with managements support for ddivering quality service, customers
are more likely to be satisfied with the qudity of trestment they receive from those
employee's. One of the best ways for leaders and managers to foster a successful customer
sarvice program isto promote pogitive customer service within the organization first (Halas,

1996).

DISCUSSION
Fire service organizations are coming to redlize that today, more than ever before,

customer service is essentid for their surviva. Fire departments everywhere are being
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required to do more with less because of the economic and palitical dimatein the

communities in which they serve.

For fire departments to remain effective while providing this greater breadith of
sarvice, they must first understiand who the customer is. The view that only the person who
has been involved in a disagter, an accident, or suffered from afireisthe customer isno
longer valid. Each organization has avirtud laundry list of potentia customers. These

customers could be anyone who has received a service from the organization. They could
a0 bethe families, friends and acquaintances of those individuals. Additiondly, an

organization aso hasinternd customers who depend on the organization for service and are

able to mold the perception people may have about the organization.

Once an organization identifies their customers, they can begin to understand if the
customer is satisfied with the services they are receiving or if they would like varied or

additiona services.

Top notch fire departments are the ones that will be pro-active in responding to
those desres. Animportant point to remember isthat not only will additiona services need
to be provided, the qudity of those services must remain in the forefront. It is apparent that

today’ s customers will accept nothing less.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The authors research revedled that fire service organizations today are redlizing that
it is becoming more difficult to obtain the necessary funds to provide qudity service.
Moreover, it isimperative thet the fire service redlizes that if the private sector learns that a
potentid market exists due to lack of, or poorly ddivered service, sgnificant competition
awaits just around the corner. Palm Beach County Fire Rescu€e' s Ingpection section can
improve their operation by studying how successful organizations operate and provide

quality customer service,

Deveoping a marketing plan for PAlm Beach County Fire Rescue that will deliver
tangible results can be accomplished using afour-step approach. The steps are to focus on
the customer through research (by utilizing the attached survey in Appendix A), to focuson
the future by setting gods (listening to what the customer says), to focus on the present by
andyzing the situation, and to focus on the process through implementation (providing the
services the customer wants). As the world and economy continue to change, quality
service and customer satisfaction will continue to be at the forefront of surviva for our

organization.
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APPENDIX A

DATE

KEYBOARD(busaddress)
RE: ANNUAL INSPECTION
Dear Sir/Madam:

Recently, Palm Beach County Fire-Rescue performed a Fire Safety Inspection at
your facility.

We would like to request that you complete the enclosed survey to assist us in
providing better quality service. Any additional comments you may have with
regard to the survey would also be greatly appreciated.

Please return this survey and any comments in the enclosed, self addressed,
stamped envelope. If you have any questions, concerns, or comments please call
me in West Palm Beach at (561) 233-0004 or from the South County at (561)
278-9970, extension 353.

Thank you for your assistance with this very important matter. Your continued

support and cooperation is greatly appreciated.

Sincerely,

Al Sierra, Administrative Chief
Bureau of Safety Services - Inspections Division

AS/ab
Enclosure

STOP



Palm Beach County Fire Rescue
Bureau of Safety Services
Inspections Division

Customer Survey

Was this your first experience with the Fire Safety Inspection Yes or Neo
program from Palm Beach County Fire Rescue?

Please answer the following questions by circling the answer you feel best describes your feeling about our service.
VS - Very Satisfied

S - Satisfied

U - Undecided

D - Dissatisfied

VS - Very Disssatisfied

Was the Inspector courteous and did the Inspector seem Yes or Neo
knowledgeable in his/her explanation of the Palm Beach County

Fire Code?

Did the Inspector offer assistance (instructions) regarding any Yes or No

corrections that may have been necessary?

If so, do you feel the instructions were advantageous? Yes or No
Were you pleased with the overall way your Inspection was handled? ~ Yes or No
Were you satisfied with the timeliness of your Fire Safety Inspection? ~ Yes or No
The Fire-Rescue Inspector identified him/herself and thoroughly A\ S U D VD

explained their procedures and what was required of me.

The Fire-Rescue Inspector presented him/herself in a professional VS S U D VD
manner was organized, thorough, and maintained a good rapport
throughout the inspection process.

The Fire-Rescue Inspector treated me and other present personnel A% ) S U D VD
with respect.

I felt that the Inspection process improved the overall safety of my VS S U D VD
establishment.

I felt satisfied with the overall service that I received from Palm VS S U D VD

Beach County Fire-Rescue.

Please return this survey in the enclosed, self addressed, stamped envelope. Please feel free to express any additional comments in the space
provided below.

File No. KEYBOARD(file #) - Inspector KEYBOARD(inspector #)

STOP
21
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